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Law’s power to safeguard global health: a Lancet–O’Neill
Institute, Georgetown University Commission on Global
Health and the Law
Law at the international, national, and subnational levels
has been an eﬀective, although often underappreciated,
way to safeguard and promote global health. By law we
mean the statutes and regulations that express public
policy as well as public institutions, including courts,
legislatures, and agencies responsible for creating,
implementing, and interpreting the law. Law has a
fundamental, yet underused and underdeveloped, role
in providing solutions to global health challenges. We
are, therefore, launching a Lancet–O’Neill Institute,
Georgetown University Commission on Global
Health and the Law to examine the vital role of law in
responding to major global health challenges.
Global health is inﬂuenced by law developed at
diﬀerent levels of government, through various legal
tools and diverse legal subjects (panel). Critically,
national and international laws relevant to global
health are deeply intertwined, creating norms that can
be mutually reinforcing. Simultaneously, it is vital to
understand the inﬂuence of many legal spheres beyond
the province of the health sector, including law which
relates to agriculture and food, trade and intellectual
property, domesticated and wild animals, refugees
and humanitarian concerns, and climate change.
The interaction between national, subnational, and
international law, together with the inﬂuence of many
legal spheres, illustrate the power—and the weakness—of
law as a tool.
Recent events show the value and challenges of using
law to address global health events. For example, the
2005 International Health Regulations (IHR)1 is the
governing instrument for providing a global public
health response to the international spread of disease.
On Aug 8, 2014, WHO’s Director-General declared the
west Africa Ebola epidemic a public health emergency
of international concern and issued temporary
recommendations for actions to reduce the international
spread of Ebola and avoid unnecessary interference with
international traﬃc.2 Simultaneously, countries exercised
their legal powers—for good and for bad—including
quarantines and travel restrictions.3 The importance of

binding hard international law on global health is shown
by such agreements as WHO’s Framework Convention
on Tobacco Control (FCTC). Most states have changed
their tobacco control laws to conform more closely to
FCTC norms.4 At the same time, important disputes
over tobacco control are now being heard at the World
Trade Organization and in Investment Arbitration
proceedings.5,6 Conﬂicts in health, trade, and investment
law are powerful illustrations of the international
community’s challenge when implementing intertwining legal norms across many sectors.
The internationally promoted concept of universal
health coverage (UHC) will have to be implemented
through national laws, including features such as access,
equity, cost, and quality. The statutes and regulations
that create UHC programmes may draw upon the human
rights lens of equity, crucial to a fair and just vision of the
right to health. Further, these statutes and regulations
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Panel: Interacting legal inﬂuences on global health
Level of government
International: WHO, WTO, OHCHR, FAO, OIE, WIPO
Regional: African Union, European Union, Organization of American States
National: China, South Africa, India, Germany, USA
Subnational: Uttar Pradesh, Baden-Württemberg, London
Legal instruments
Treaties, global strategies, and codes of practice; constitutions; statutes, regulations, and
court decisions; policies, plans of actions, and frameworks
Legal subjects
Infectious diseases: screen for the presence of disease, trace contacts, and isolate or
quarantine people exposed or infected
Injury prevention: occupational health and safety, road safety, consumer safety
Food and drugs: ensure safe and eﬀective pharmaceuticals, vaccines, and medical devices
Non-communicable diseases: create environments conducive to healthy eating, physical
activity, tobacco and alcohol control
Human rights: advancing socioeconomic rights, including to life, to health, and to a safe
environment
Trade and investment: impact of trade and investment agreements on domestic
regulatory autonomy
Environment: human impacts of climate change
Intellectual property: application of patent laws on aﬀordable access to pharmaceuticals
WTO=World Trade Organization. OHCHR=Oﬃce of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. FAO=Food and Agricultural
Organization of the United Nations. OIE=World Organisation for Animal Health. WIPO=World Intellectual Property Organization.
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are vital for deﬁning the means by which individuals
access health-care services and for supporting strong,
resilient, and integrated health systems, which are key
factors in controlling outbreaks and protecting global
health security.
The O’Neill Institute for National and Global Health
Law at Georgetown University in Washington, DC, USA,
and The Lancet are launching a high-level Commission
to deﬁne and systematically describe the current
landscape of law that aﬀects global health and safety. Its
Commissioners will make the case for the power of law
to improve health while revealing current opportunities
and challenges under the status quo.
The Commission will concern itself with the complex
interaction between laws that have an eﬀect on health at
the national, regional, and international levels. The goals
of the Commission are to: (1) identify evidence-based
means by which law can contribute to improved health
and safety outcomes; (2) enhance the ways in which
health and safety are prioritised in law and policy; and
(3) examine how international organisations, governing
processes, and instruments can support, reinforce, and
incentivise countries’ development of domestic laws to
improve their public’s health and safety.
The Commission will build on existing scholarship,
previous Lancet Commissions, as well as ongoing law
reform and international disputes. Commissioners
have been chosen from disciplines that range from
health, policy, and law to economics and governance.
Importantly, the Commission will reﬂect diverse
geographical backgrounds and many sectors, such as
international organisations, governments, academia,
and civil society. The work of the Commission is expected
to last some 18 months.
The Commission will make recommendations on
the role of law in establishing overarching normative
guidance on global health, including encouraging
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countries and international bodies to adopt laws that
have had a positive eﬀect on health outcomes. Overall,
the Commission aims to present a compelling argument
as to why law should be viewed as a major determinant
of health and safety and how the law can be used as
a powerful and innovative way to address important
global health concerns. The power of law is not simply to
create a rule of law, but more fundamentally to achieve
the aspiration of a world that can enjoy the highest
attainable standard of health.
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